
  

 

Figure 2. Network view demonstrating the density of analyses conducted and data triangulation. 
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Table 5  

Codes Regarding Positive Impacts of Advanced Degrees 

Code Example(s) of supporting evidence 

AD’s make 

stronger teachers 

“Well a lot a lot of times the rigor and the expectation, the 

thoughtfulness and the overall dedication that gets you that 

advanced degree translates into your abilities in front of the 

classroom." 

Teachers/leaders 

with AD are more 

confident and 

usually back up 

their teaching in 

evidence-based 

practices 

"Knowing the research behind why certain things work and 

certain things don't work because of my Ed.D, has been 

valuable, even though it has not changed what I do quite 

yet. And learning how to search the research that is out 

there, as department chair, it has given me more of a voice 

when I go to my principal and I say, you know what...the 

research says this is not best practices, or we need this 

resource because...I can back it up with scholarly research" 

Teachers with 

AD’s are more 

open to new ideas 

and innovative 

instructional 

strategies 

"Their willingness to, I guess, accept change, being able to 

change, and the advanced degree is a vehicle to hone their 

skills." 

 

"She (math teacher with AD) would try to help other 

teachers with coming up with innovative ideas for their 

classroom and different ways of teaching.” 

Teachers with 

advanced degrees 

mentor other 

teachers 

“I see some of them take on greater roles in the school. 

They become part of the leadership group, taking on a role 

in mentoring.” 

 

Teachers with 

AD's are more 

reflective and 

reflexive 

professionals 

 

"[One] thing that I’ve always taken away from it is the 

importance of reflecting on teaching strategies, and so that’s 

kind of just become an automatic thing always now is 

looking at my teaching strategies, reflecting on their 

efficacy, and being able to modify them for the next group, 

or for the next year, or for another class. That’s one effect I 

can see with that. The other is just kind of the importance 

that I feel with the data provided. Like, how to use data, and 

I’m still growing with that, but how to use the data provided 

on test scores." 

Teachers with 

AD's are involved 

in activities to 

“I see teachers more involved in conferences, you know, 

presenting to other schools. So, I do see outside the 
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disseminate their 

work 

classroom a little bit some activities that those teachers tend 

to take.” 

Teachers with 

AD's understand 

the content and 

the curriculum 

better 

 

“[When the Georgia Performance Standards were rolled 

out] those of us that had advanced degrees, we really kind 

of helped them with the content and with all of the lesson 

planning, lesson strategies, the worksheets, everything they 

needed…So we helped them with all of that in order to help 

build their content knowledge as well." 

AD's help 

teachers connect 

with other 

teachers from 

other schools and 

districts 

"... one of the main reasons why I decided to…get my 

advanced degree was because I like interacting with other 

teachers at other schools and districts. Just the connections 

that you build, and the sharing of ideas. I had that the initial 

semesters, and this semester.” 

AD's have a 

direct impact in 

the classroom 

“What I learned in that program (MAT)…I put it to use 

immediately in my classroom. You know, it revolutionized 

my practice…it has caused me to think differently about 

why I do what I do.” 

Finally, informants discussed the impact of ADs on teachers’ involvement 

outside the school itself. As one teacher explained, “One of the main reasons why 

I decided to get my advanced degree was because I like interacting with other 

teachers at other schools and districts. Just the connections that you build, and the 

sharing of ideas...” Teachers with ADs were also believed to be more interested in 

disseminating their work (e.g., “I see teachers more involved in conferences, you 

know, presenting to other schools. So, I do see outside the classroom a little bit

some activities that those teachers tend to take”), which provided another avenue 

through which they were able to engage with colleagues from other schools, 

districts, and beyond. 

Negative perceptions regarding advanced degrees. Informants voiced 

few negative perceptions about ADs, although they mentioned two topics, teacher 

quality and AD quality, that were perceived negatlively in specific circumstranes 

(see Table 6). Despite the obvious value teachers and school leaders saw in 

acquiring an AD, none of the seven participants reported believing that a direct 

relationship exists between ADs and teacher quality. As one school leader 

expressed, 
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Just because you have a doctorate, you shouldn’t be better than anybody 

else…I always look at observational data as well as achievement data to 

make decisions on you know, who can contribute what, and the advanced 

degree pieces have never been really on my radar. 

Teachers echoed this sentiment with statements such as “It’s certainly possible to 

have an advanced degree and still not be effective,” and “I have seen people with 

advanced degrees who just don’t have the relationship with the students that they 

need.” Regardless of how much ADs affected the participating teachers’ practice 

and understanding of their field, they and the leaders in their school 

acknowledged that this was not a guaranteed outcome of earning an AD. 

 Informants also identified potential reasons ADs are not valued equally in 

every state or district, especially with regard to pay increases. The teachers and 

school leaders we spoke to described how the quality of ADs differ considerably 

depending on the institution granting the degree (e.g., “I’ve seen people get a 

degree from a place they don't even know where [the university] is”). As one 

teacher explained, there are AD programs in which “you pay a certain amount of 

money, you’ll have a specialist degree or other advanced degree that comes fairly 

quick.” Informants reported that, due to negative perceptions of degree quality, 

some districts had stopped offering pay increases to teachers who obtained ADs.  

Tensions regarding the impact of advanced degrees. Participating 

teachers and school leaders identified 12 tensions and conflicting beliefs about the 

potential influence teachers with ADs could have in their schools. Table 7 

summarizes the six tensions in which we observed strong triangulation.  
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Table 6   

Codes Regarding Negative Perceptions of Advanced Degrees 

Code Examples of supporting evidence 

No 

direct/consistent 

relationship 

AD’s and 

student 

achievement. 

“…just because you have a doctorate you shouldn’t be better 

than anybody else um… I always look at observational data 

as well as achievement data to make decisions on you know, 

who can contribute what, and the advanced degree pieces 

have never been really on my radar.”  

 

"I know the best teachers that we have there. I think the best 

ones have advanced degrees, and the ones that did a great 

deal of growth have advanced degrees, and if I think through 

some of the mediocre teachers that may not have that level of 

growth, most of them do not have … or some of them I 

should say, do not have advanced degrees. However, it’s 

certainly possible to have an advanced degree and still not be 

effective." 

No 

direct/consistent 

relationship 

between AD’s 

and teaching 

quality. 

"...now it seems that how well a teacher does or performs is 

established early on almost by fire, and then they become 

those go-to teachers that year after year their kids 

overperform…We don’t see a shift when they get the degree 

necessarily. Those teachers become identified and it’s very 

rare [for] their scores to decline, or…they may decline but 

not in relationship to what other teachers can do." 

 

“Definitely those that have the content and have that 

relationship, their scores are usually higher than those 

without. But like I said, I have seen it with advanced degrees 

and not really that relationship piece, that it's not necessarily 

as high as those that have both.” 

It has become 

too easy from 

teachers to earn 

AD’s from 

inadequate 

institutions.  

“I think that there is something to be said for traditional 

institutions and more often the traditional requirements for 

advanced degrees.” 

 

“I’ve seen people get a degree from a place they don't even 

know where it is.. I just know that online and on weekends 

you pay a certain amount of money you’ll have a specialist 

degree or other advanced degree that comes fairly quick” 

79

Georgia Educational Researcher, Vol. 17, Iss. 1 [2020], Art. 5

https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/gerjournal/vol17/iss1/5
DOI: 10.20429/ger.2020.170105



  

 

We refer to these as tensions due to informants’ desire to champion ADs 

for teachers while also acknowledging concerns, doubts, and ambivalence about 

individuals and institutions involved with ADs. The most fundamental of these 

tensions arose when informants acknowledged the presence of teachers with ADs 

in their school who were not perceived as effective teachers; however, they 

positioned these cases as exceptions, not the norm. An informant noted, “There 

are a couple of teachers who have [specialist] degrees who are not effective in 

their classrooms. I would have never guessed that they had an Ed.S.” (emphasis 

added). The phrase “a couple of teachers,” along with irregularity connoted by 

stating, “I would have never guessed that they had an Ed.S.” evidence that this 

informant associates ADs with effective teaching. Still, she acknowledges that an 

AD will not fix an ineffective teacher.  

Table 7  

Codes Regarding Tensions in Participants’ Beliefs about Advanced Degrees 

Code Example(s) of supporting evidence 

Skepticism about 

impact of online ADs 

and degrees from 

low-quality 

institutions 

"One of my teachers got his degree online, and not all 

online programs are bad… however he said it was a 

joke!” 

 

“I think it would be difficult to get a degree, a quality 

degree in mathematics through an online program. 

Maybe I'm wrong, but I just think that's something that 

it's beneficial face-to-face, to have a discussion and be 

able to ask questions, to have someone continually 

checking in on that.”  

Teachers with ADs 

get better student 

achievement scores 

because they usually 

teach advanced 

courses 

[A department chair was asked if he/she sees a 

relationship between student growth/academic 

achievement and teachers’ education level] “The 

reason why I'm hesitating is because we have so many 

different levels and classes we offer that many times 

those with higher levels of education usually teach 

more advanced classes, so their students do really 

well... but those who teach the lower level classes, 

there students don't perform that well." 
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Beliefs about 

teachers’ motivations 

for pursuing ADs 

"I'd say it [the main reason teachers get AD’s] would 

be financial, number one, and then an advancement in 

your career, a promotion." 

 

"Internal desire to learn more. I wish I saw that more 

because I feel like we're teachers, we should be 

passionate about education and learning more but I do 

think for the most part people just want that instant 

gratification of something." 

Some teachers with 

ADs are effective 

instructors; others are 

not  

"There are a couple of teachers who have advanced 

degrees who are not effective in their classrooms. I 

would have never guessed that they has an Ed.S...One 

of them, he got his degree online, and he knows his 

content well, but he has issues delivering it." 

Beliefs about relative 

value of 

content/teaching 

AD’s versus 

leadership AD’s  

"I'm a huge believer in having a degree in the content 

area. I just think it opens up a whole other area for 

people and it's beneficial for the person individually as 

well as their students that they're teaching. I'm 100% 

believer in advanced degrees also because I do think it 

helps build you. We're in the profession of teaching 

and learning and I think part of that is being a life-long 

learner and acquiring knowledge." 

 

"We currently have a significant number of classroom 

teachers who have doctorates, but [the ADs] are in 

leadership, and when you talk to [these teachers], 

regardless of what their philosophical or academic 

approach is to having that [AD], they intended to get it 

to become school leaders of some sort or another.” 

Informants also identified tensions regarding the inconsistent quality or 

value of ADs. ADs earned online were a common targets of doubt and suspicion. 

For instance, a school leader reported, “One of my teachers got his degree online 

[and] he said it was a joke!” Continuing, this school leader insisted, “but not all 

online degree programs are bad.” Similarly, informants noted that the value of 

ADs (in terms of improving teacher quality and student achievement) varied by 

discipline. Specifically, ADs in leadership were viewed by some as 

counterproductive in terms of instructional capacity. A school leader reported, 

“We have a significant number of classroom teachers who have doctorates, but 

they are in leadership…[The teachers] intended to get [the AD] to become school 

leaders of some sort.” Had these teachers earned doctorates in their content areas, 
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this informant may have felt differently about the instructional/institutional value 

of the degree. 

Tension also arose around the idea that teachers with ADs saw higher 

student achievement scores. When presented with this idea, teachers noted that 

those with ADs often teach advanced courses as opposed to lower-level classes in 

which fostering student growth may be more difficult. As one teacher explained, 

“We have so many different levels…[Those] with higher levels of education 

usually teach more advanced classes, so their students do really well. [Those] who 

teach the lower level classes, their students don’t perform that well.” This implies 

that teachers with ADs may be viewed as more expert in their content areas, and 

therefore better equipped to challenge advanced students through more rigorous, 

in-depth content-area instruction.  

Finally, informants questioned teachers’ motivations for pursuing ADs. 

They recognized that many teachers are interested in becoming better educators 

and have an “internal desire to learn more.” However, many believed the main 

reason teachers pursued ADs “would be financial, number one, and then an 

advancement in your career, a promotion.” Implicit in this attitude is the 

assumption that those who pursue ADs for the right(ous) reason (i.e., to become a 

better teacher) are more inclined to benefit from their coursework, whereas 

teachers who earn an AD for self-serving reasons are no more effective when they 

complete the degree than when they began it. 

Discussion 

Results of the quantitative phase of this study mirror the larger body of 

literature on the relationship between student achievement and teachers’ ADs. 

That is to say that our findings were mixed and lacked an immediately obvious 

pattern in terms of why a given factor (i.e., degree level, discipline) was 

significantly related to achievement growth in one grade or content-area, yet not 

in another. Findings such as these are particularly well-suited for sequential 

explanatory mixed-methods research, as the qualitative inquiry is designed to 

identify potential explanations for what might otherwise appear inconclusive or 

inexplicable through quantitative means alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  

The qualitative data provided additional insight into the specific ways that 

teachers and school leaders believe ADs make a positive impact in their school, as 

well as potential negative perceptions of ADs. Perhaps most importantly, the 

qualitative data revealed tension, skepticism, and uncertainty among teachers and 

school leaders about (a) particular types of AD programs and institutions, (b) the 

impact of ADs in disciplines outside one’s content area, and (c) associations 
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between ADs and student outcomes as opposed to teacher outcomes. Within these 

tensions lie plausible explanations of why and how the impact of ADs may differ 

so dramatically from one teacher to the next, and may advance existing 

understandings of why measuring the direct impact of a teacher’s credentials 

remains such a complex and difficult endeavor (Aaronson, Barrow, & Sander, 

2007). 

Distinctions Between Effective and Ineffective Advanced Degrees 

Informants identified qualities of AD programs and institutions which they 

believed to be instrumental in determining the extent to which students might 

benefit from their teacher earning an AD. They acknowledged that teachers were 

happy to earn a salary upgrade along with their AD, but those who earned the 

degree solely to get an upgrade did not become better teachers as a result, nor did 

their students’ outcomes improve. Similarly, informants reported that teachers 

who pursued ADs in leadership generally were interested in positions outside of 

the classroom, and therefore did not become better teachers. On the other hand, 

teachers who were motivated, at least in part, by the desire to better serve their 

students and earned degrees in content-area teaching were said to alter their 

practices and find innovative ways to promote learning, understanding, and 

growth in their students.  

Teachers and school leaders were also skeptical of the practical impact of 

online AD programs, which draw many teachers and working professional due to 

the inherent flexibility of online coursework (de Ramirez, 2018). Although the 

instructional quality in online and face-to-face graduate education courses has not 

been found to differ significantly (Topper, 2007), informants reported that many 

online programs did not appear to hold teachers accountable for learning the 

material, and therefore were seen as poor methods for promoting teacher 

effectiveness and student achievement. At the same time, they acknowledged that 

effective online AD programs exist, and that teachers could benefit from earning 

an AD online. 

Although these tensions and the attitudes that undergird them are 

inherently subjective, they reflect a complex constellation of teacher, degree, and 

institutional factors that may interfere with the possibility of systematically 

measuring the effect of ADs on student academic outcomes. This very complexity 

may explain why the majority of the studies attempting to measure the impact of 

ADs have failed to identify a consistent pattern or relationship between teacher 

ADs and student achievement (Aos, Miller, & Pennucci, 2007; Clotfelter, Ladd, 

& Vigdor, 2007; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005). Moreover, it highlights the 

need for more longitudinal, mixed methods, and embedded research designs in 
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order to identify the individual, institutional, social, and contextual factors that 

allow teachers to benefit from earning advanced degrees. 

Importance of Discipline in Understanding the Impact of ADs 

In both phases of the study, we found evidence to suggest that the 

discipline in which an AD was earned affected the impact of the AD itself. 

Specifically, the impact was limited when there was misalignment between the 

content-area one taught and the field in which one’s AD was granted (Goldhaber, 

2015).   

Qualitative data included reports from informants about key benefits of 

AD programs that help teachers master content and curricula, make evidence-

based instructional decisions, and develop/implement innovative instructional 

strategies that ultimately could promote student achievement. These benefits 

require in-depth content-area-specific understanding of instruction and assessment 

as well as content and curriculum.  

The regression models for math achievement also offered support 

regarding the potential mediating role of degree field in determining the impact of 

ADs on student achievement growth. Specifically, we found that the relationship 

between teachers’ AD levels and disciplines varied depending on students’ grade 

levels. In fact, a different variable was significantly and positively related to 

student achievement growth at each grade level: Degree level (regardless of 

discipline) was associated with 6th grade math achievement, having a math or 

math-education degree (regardless of level) was associated with 7th grade math 

achievement, and having an AD in math or math-education was associated with 

8th grade math achievement. One possible explanation for this progression 

involves the development of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) through 

math-specific AD programs. According to Van Driel and Berry (2012), PCK 

“goes beyond the acquisition of instructional strategies…to include an 

understanding of how students develop insights in specific subject matter” (p. 27). 

For math teachers, PCK is about knowing how to teach mathematical concepts to 

students in context. 

It is noteworthy also that PCK becomes increasingly important as content 

becomes more complex and abstract. If math teachers do, in fact, increase PCK 

through AD programs in math/math-education, this may help explain why 8th 

grade achievement growth was significantly and positively associated with ADs 

in math/math-education while the association was not significant in lower grades 

where the content is less complex. Once again, this echoes various studies in 

which content-specific ADs have been associated with student academic 
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performance in secondary classrooms (Aaronson, Barrow, & Sander, 2007; Harris 

& Sass, 2009; Waynes & Young, 2003). Thus, we argue that past failures to find 

positive effects of ADs (Aaronson, Barrow, & Sander, 2007) might be due to the 

omission of degree field or discipline as a mediating factor in the relationship 

between degree level and student achievement. 

Additional Outcomes of Teachers’ ADs 

Findings from the qualitative phase of our study illustrate the profound 

impact teachers with ADs made in several areas other than student achievement 

growth. Informants reported that teachers became more reflective and reflexive 

through advanced studies of pedagogy and content in the process of earning ADs. 

Teachers also developed new networks which helped them connect with learning 

communities both within and beyond their school buildings. It was noted also that 

teachers with ADs, as well as those working toward ADs were likely to become 

teacher leaders in their schools, which magnified and extended the scope of their 

impact beyond their own students as they mentored other teachers and sought out 

new learning communities.  

If teachers with ADs do in fact impact their schools and colleagues to the 

degree described by our informants, it may complicate efforts to measure the 

association between teacher degree level and student achievement. Our 

informants suggested that teachers who earn ADs support the professional growth 

and development of their colleagues, serve as mentors, and incorporate expertise 

from outside of school, all of which are central to creating positive academic 

environments (Walter & Briggs, 2012). According to a recent review of research 

on associations between students’ academic outcomes and features of school 

climate, “The quality of an academic environment as an important predictor of 

student achievement has been extensively documented in samples of elementary, 

middle, and high school students,” (Wang & Degol, 2016, p. 326). Thus, it is 

plausible that differences in student achievement growth between teachers with 

ADs and those without ADs may be smaller than expected due to the ways that 

teachers with ADs positively impact the academic environment, thereby 

influencing the academic outcomes of students throughout the building. Although 

we cannot say with certainty whether teachers with ADs impact schools to this 

degree, our informants’ accounts and the literature on academic environment and 

school climate suggest that additional research on the topic is warranted. 

Conclusion, Implications, and Limitations 

The study presented in this article is methodologically innovative, having 

employed a mixed-methods approach to tackle a topic that has traditionally been 
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examines through positivistic frameworks using quantitative methods. Our 

deliberate and rigorous pragmatic mixed-methods approach allowed us to present 

a holistic perspective not only of the effects that teachers’ ADs have on student 

achievement, but also on the impact teachers with ADs have on the 

teaching/learning environment in which they reside.  

In order to ensure that analyses and interpretations of data were 

meaningful and unbiased, the researchers collaborated closely with district 

leaders, school leaders, and teachers. The results offer a realistic view of the 

benefits and tensions of teachers earning ADs, and should inform the work of 

district/school leaders and policy makers. Specifically, policy makers should be 

cautious when revising policy regarding teacher certificate upgrades or 

compensation policies. These policies dictate the disciplines in which ADs must 

be earned in order for teachers to receive certificate and salary upgrades. Our 

study, along with much of the existing literature, suggests that secondary (6-12) 

students benefit when their teachers have content-area ADs; thus, policy makers 

should encourage middle grades and high school teachers to pursue ADs in their 

content areas through these policies. 

As with all research, our study was not without limitations. Although 

positive effects could be identified from the present study, the subject areas that 

we examined were limited due to constraints on data availability. Only math and 

reading data were available in the standardized format that allowed for 

meaningful comparison and interpretations of growth data with multiple time 

points. Future studies could consider other subjects if the assessments were 

implemented multiple times and if the metrics allowed for meaningful and 

accurate interpretations of growth. In addition, this study only examined data 

from one school district; therefore, future investigations could consider larger-

scale studies with more widespread samples across school districts.  

In the future, research on the impact of teacher ADs should consider 

student voices and perspectives with regard to teacher effectiveness. In addition, 

case studies could be implemented in order to examine further the ways in which 

ADs promote teacher growth with respect to their instructional practices. Future 

studies could also examine the quality of programs offering ADs to teachers. 
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